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SIMEON’S PRAYER                                          Luke 2:22-40 
n     a homily by Mel Williams 
n     Watts Street Baptist Church 
n     January 1, 2006 
New Year’s Day is a splendid opportunity not only to recover from New Year’s Eve, but to consider our goals for the new year.  I’d prefer not to call them “resolutions,” since that is a much-overused and under-practiced word.  Besides, most of have already resolved that in the new year we will be kinder and gentler with our family members and others.  And of course, we’ve resolved to lose five pounds or more and get more exercise. 
We know that we have an enormous number of Americans who are both overweight and wealthy.  At the same time in this country we also have more than 35 million people living in poverty.  We may not want to hear about this reality while we’re making our New Year’s goals; but if we intend to be followers of Jesus, it is clear that the priority of care for the poor needs to be high on our list for the new year.  
After his words about the Kingdom of God, Jesus had more to say about the poor than anything else.   As Jim Forbes has said, “If any of us want to get to heaven, we need first to get a letter of recommendation from someone who is poor.” 
In the mid-1980’s in this country we saw thousands of destitute people begin to flood the streets of our major cities, fending for themselves as homeless people.  Mental hospitals released their patients.  Why?  Because their funding was severely cut back by our government.  Some people also lost their jobs and got down on their luck.  Over the past twenty years, we have seen homelessness, poverty, drug addiction and violence continue to claim the lives of thousands of our citizens. 
To help with this crisis we’ve seen enormous volunteer efforts emerge.  In Durham there is the downtown soup kitchen, the Community Shelter of Hope, Genesis Home for Families, Interfaith Hospitality Network, the Rescue Mission, Housing for New Hope, Habitat for Humanity, and many other initiatives that address the problem of poverty.  We’ve now started a Ten Year Plan to End Homelessness and an End Poverty Durham initiative.  But the problem is so complex and many-faceted that we can easily become paralyzed. 
Our own government hasn’t provided much help.  Recently we’ve seen our US Congress slash funding for the poor, the elderly, and for education.  So-called compassionate conservatives have dominated this attack on the poor.  They have shown very little compassion and have done little to conserve the central values of Jesus, which we Christians have vowed to uphold. 
With this current mentality of de-valuing the poor, and with suffering from social and economic injustice all around us, the gospel offers a clarion call. 
In our text today Simeon and Anna, two elders of the temple, have surely prayed for the Messiah to come—the one who would bring salvation, a salvation that addresses not only the individual’s relationship to God, but that also lifts the poor and stands against rulers who look after the rich at the expense of the poor.  This longing for the Messiah makes Simeon’s prayer more poignant. 
Simeon says, “I have waited all my life for this anointed one from God to appear.”  Simeon and Anna have spent time in the temple, waiting.  Mary and Joseph arrive with the baby Jesus; they’ve come when he is 8 days old for the ritual of circumcision.  They’ve come also to fulfill the requirement of making an offering at the birth of their child.  When Simeon and Anna finally see the child Jesus, they are filled with awe and wonder. 
Simeon, an old man, takes the baby in his arms and prays, “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, for my eyes have seen your salvation which you have prepared, a light for revelation to all people…” 
Simeon is saying, “Now I can die.  This is what I’ve longed to see before I die---the one God has sent to bring salvation, justice, peace.”  Simeon and Anna are respected elders in the temple; they are highly regarded for their wisdom and spirituality.  Here they finally see the baby Jesus—the one God has sent; and they give their blessing, a benediction, for the baby.  It’s a tender moment---a confirmation that this baby Jesus is God’s anointed one. 
But Simeon also utters a clear warning that Jesus will not be some namby pamby hand-holder; he is destined to challenge the political and economic rulers of the day.  Simeon says that through his life and teaching, Jesus will bring division.  Simeon knows that Jesus will confront the established rulers.  “He is destined for the rise and fall of many,” Simeon says.  “Jesus is a sign that will be opposed.” 
The Gospel always raises profound questions about we who say we are as disciples of this Jesus.  Is it possible to be a Christian, a follower of Jesus, and be indifferent to the plight of the people Jesus came to love---the “least of these”?  Our faith teaches that our attitude toward the poor is our attitude toward Jesus.  (from David McBriar, “Forget Something?  Homilies for Travelers”) 
We are responsible to God for the answer we give to the plight of the poor. 
Jesus came to show us the way.  Thus, Simeon prays, “Lord, my eyes have seen your salvation….”  In the spirit of Simeon, we also can pray, “God, since I have seen your light in the face of Jesus, give me courage to carry your light to those who need it most, the least privileged among us. 
Today as we hear the Word, as we break bread and share the cup, we are nourished for our task.  (David McBriar) 
Amen. 
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